twenty years, and we do not yet know how successful it will be.' 4 Stalin's Russia was the principal inspiration for Orwell's novel 1984. It would be a humourless place, he predicted,
where 'there will be no laughter, except the laugh of triumph over a defeated enemy.'
5
The Orwellian nightmare juxtaposes two contradictory types of laughter as it depicts kindness crushed by cruelty. 6 This idea has a long pedigree: one of the earliest laughter theorists, Enlightenment essayist James Beattie, similarly highlighted two distinct types of laughter: 'pure laughter' -the product of humour -and 'unnatural laughter'-'a mixture of hypocrisy, malice, and cruel joy. 'life has become better, life has become more joyful', was more an order than a statement of fact.
This jollity was a state of submissive gratitude, expressed in the motto foisted on every Soviet schoolroom: 'Thank you dear Stalin for our happy childhood.' Stalinist laughter was the product of enforced happiness. It was formal, conformist, respectful, and, thus, the anti-thesis of humour. 4 New English Weekly, 12 Jan. 1939. George Orwell, Essays (Everyman, London, 2002), p.111. 5 George Orwell, 1984 (Everyman Edition, London, 1994), p.280. 6 Ibid. Laughter is mentioned on only six occasions in the entire book. Genuine laughter belongs entirely to the pre-dystopian world and non-conformity: The first 'little laugh' heard is from an apparent 'prole', untouched by the dictatorship, Mr Charrington (p.158). The rebel Julia finds it difficult 'to avoid bursting out laughing' (p.160) during the Two Minutes Hate. Winston recalls a last happy memory of his childhood: laughing with his mother (p.308). Winston laughs insanely as he is led away by 'the men in white coats' to his interrogation and the final loss of his humanity (p.255). (This may have been linked to journalists' observations that the physical wreck Rykov giggled inanely through the 'great' show trial of 1938.) The endpoint of Smith's interrogation is that 'never again will you be capable of love, or friendship, or joy of living, or laughter' (p.269). 7 Beattie's Essay on Laughter, and Ludicrous Composition (1768) was used for Encyclopaedia Britannica entries on 'Laughter' up to 1842. Laughter typology since has tended to orbit three theories of laughter: 'superiority', 'relief' and 'incongruity.' 8 The citizens of the utopian OneState are described as people with 'faces undimmed by anything so crazy as thought. Rays, you see. Everything made out of some kind of uniform, radiant, smiling matter.' E. Zamiatin, We (E.P.Dutton, 1924/Clarence Brown, 1993), p.7. For all their technological sophistication they are inhuman beings who believe that 'cruelty is the highest, the most difficult kind of love…' (p.118) and find humanity ('the ancients') hilarious: "Innumerate pity is a thing known only to the ancients; to us It was expressed in Grigory Aleksandrov's politically correct cinematic comedies such as the 1934 Veselye rebiata (literally 'Jolly Fellows', but released in the US as 'Moscow Laughs') and, Stalin's favourite, the 1936 film Tsirk ('The Circus'). Under these conditions happiness and humour were diametrically opposed. State-approved merriment was an act of complicity with the Soviet tyranny because it signified a belief in the beautiful lie, a state of blissful ignorance.
Meanwhile genuine comedy was repressed because it was a malcontent's expression of the ugly truth.
9
The dreary propaganda of the Stalin era seems to strengthen this impression of To Dzerzhinsky and many more like him the revolution was a sacred mission. To mock it was profane.
it's funny" (p.104). Ancient democracy also provokes mirth: "it's hard to say this with a straight facethey couldn't even tell before the election how it would come out" (p.132). 9 Aristotle was the first to suggest in his Poetics that laughter was a vehicle for truth. First and foremost, Soviet jokes were the creation of the victims of Stalinism, those excluded from the inner circles of power. They treasured humour because this was the one institution which the disenfranchised could call their own, a party to which the Party was not invited. Joke-telling was a mass phenomenon, but one that spread in private. It was a virulent super-bug passed from person to person in queues, in bars, at work, in cafés, at home and wherever a whispered conversation was possible. 35 It thrived because genuine popular culture was robbed of other creative outlets such as theatre, cinema, music, and literature, which were all centrally controlled by the state. Consequently, popular creative energies flowed towards humour. In the absence of civil society, laughter more than ever served the Bergsonian function as a social cohesive. 36 Soviet anekdoty caught fire on the dying embers all of that was good about 1917: contempt for authority, spontaneous creativity, humane common sense, popular unity and a joyful camaraderie. Revolution and carnivalesque humour naturally go hand in hand because both aim to turn the whole world upside down. Joke-telling is the last refuge of popular rebellion because it is impervious to police measures: no-one ever really writes a joke (though everyone rewrites them), so you can't arrest the author, you can't raid a house and seize a joke, you can't put it in prison or shoot it, it is compact (jokes can be stored in abundance in one's head) and easily dispersed (the KGB supposedly experimented and found that it took only half a dozen hours for a joke to travel from one end of Moscow to the other by word of mouth alone).
The humour that proved most contagious in the USSR was part of the timeless comedy of the wily slave compelled to serve the foolish master: a comic vein that runs throughout literary history in the works of, amongst others, Aristophanes, Beaumarchais and Wodehouse. 37 In one of the earliest attempts to dissect humour, the political philosopher Thomas Hobbes in Leviathan (1651) defined laughter as a 'sudden glory arising from some sudden conception of some eminency in ourselves. ' Jews, freed after the revolution from internal exile in the Pale of Settlement, migrated east to the heartlands of the Soviet empire. They brought with them a brand of humour based on what they saw as the irony of God's chosen people suffering centuries of repression. This caught on amongst the Russian masses because under Stalin the lot of the ordinary Soviet citizen grew to resemble that of the pre-revolutionary Jew. 38 The 'chosen people' (now the 'proletariat') were excluded from power, told where and how to live, spied on and bullied by dim-witted officialdom. 39 The process expanded when Stalin launched Collectivization, when juvenile cityfolk came to the countryside to teach the ancient serfs of mother Russia how to farm. 40 The situation can be summed up in a brief gag: A member of the Komsomol (Communist Youth) watches an aged peasant working with his old horse and plough tilling the field. 'I can see it works in practice,' he says, 'but does it work in theory?'
The richest source of this humour was the intelligentsia. They turned to joke-telling after It is no accident that two of the greatest works of literature of the pre-war Stalin era -Zamiatin's
We and Mikhail Bulgakov's Master and Margarita -were light-hearted, carnivalesque and condemned to obscurity; wholly unlike the later more sombre works which were better known in ) with long experience of subjugation to inferior imperial overlords. Chauvinistic national stereotypes and less humorous xenophobia inevitably crept into these anekdoty.
Nevertheless, their jokes are mostly characterised by a wry and self-deprecating acceptance of defeat. This tradition was lubricated by one other aspect of Russian culture: the love of drinking.
An old Russian proverb affirmed that a group of three (troika) was the divine number both for a drinking session and for joke-telling. Stalin tried and failed to repress both. 45 Drinking and joking go arm in arm: the more the troika drank the more they laughed. The word comedy, after all, derives from komoedia -the drunken song sung by Dionysian revellers.
Novelty
One of Edward de Bono's more sensible ideas is that laughter is a synaptic response to novelty. A delegation of octogenarians visited the great architect of universal happiness in the Kremlin this morning. They paid tribute to Lenin's heir: 'Thank you comrade Stalin for our happy childhood.' 'What are you talking about?' our glorious leader asked, 'you were children long before the Revolution.' 'Exactly,' they replied.
Jokes, according to de Bono, function in this way as an aid to understanding. A laugh is the endorphin rush which follows a joke, a sort of chemical treat, an evolutionary mechanism for encouraging neophilia. Consequently, humour assists intellectual development. Jokes are compact, efficient and accessible explanations of the world we live in: they make sense (and nonsense) of novelty. This was particularly important behind the Iron Curtain because the version of the news reported by the state propaganda machine could not be trusted, so jokes worked as an alternative news service. 47 Even Soviet leaders and foreign observers looked to Soviet jokes for a true picture of what was going on inside the USSR. Ronald Reagan supposedly had compilations of Russian anekdoty included in his weekly intelligence briefings. 48 To see the cognitive value of these jokes take this example, which manages to describe the entire history of the Soviet experiment in less than three hundred words:
Stalin, Khrushchev and Brezhnev are travelling along at high speed in the great locomotive of socialism, built by the dear departed engineer of human happiness, Lenin. Suddenly the train grinds to a halt. Stalin is the boss, so he decides to go investigate the cause of the delay. He enters the driver's cabin and sees the driver working on the engine. 'Aha,' Stalin thinks, 'he's a wrecker.' So the boss pulls out his revolver and shoots the driver in the back of the head. Stalin returns to the cabin and reassures his comrades that he has solved the problem and the train will be moving again soon. They wait a few minutes. The train does not move. Khrushchev decides to take the initiative. He too goes to the front of the train and there he finds that the driver, his tools scattered around him, has been shot dead whilst trying to fix the engine. Khrushchev returns to the cabin and points an accusing finger at Stalin: 'It's his fault. The train stopped because he shot the driver. If we all ignore Stalin the train will start moving again.' They sit in awkward silence for a while, but still the train refuses to budge. Brezhnev doesn't like to see everyone fall out like this, so he volunteers to take the helm. He goes to the driver's cabin and sees that Khrushchev was right: Stalin's revolver lies on the floor, still smoking next to the dead engineer. He then has a look at the machinery, but quickly realises he hasn't a clue how to fix it. So he returns to his fellow travellers, lowers the blinds, pulls out a bottle of vodka, pours everyone a drink, and says: 'Let's just pretend we're moving shall we.' Jokes like this were based on the hope that if everyone, Stalin included, recognised to some degree the absurdity of the purges then some moderation would surely take place. The following joke was heard and repeated by Stalin; it is difficult to see how he could appreciate it and not realise the absurdity of his own actions (though knowing that he enjoyed the joke does kill the humour): 54 Jokes thus bridge the gap between the ego and the id. The encounters of everyday existence in Stalin's Russia were inherently comic because they constantly exposed the gulf between unconscious truth and the conscious delusions in which all apparent 'believers' were complicit. Thus daily life in the USSR was a feast for Freudian laughter. And because everything was political, all humour was political also: 'the jokes that Soviet citizens liked to tell, despite the dangers of being caught in 'anti-Soviet conversations' were typically not about sex or mothers-in-law or even ethnicity, but about bureaucrats, the Communist Party, and the secret police.' 55 The centrepiece of Stalinist propaganda was the cult of personality. This was inherently amusing because it made a patently absurd proposition: that the flesh and blood human beings who ruled the Party, a gang of fat infantile middle-aged mediocrities, were gods on earth. it has always been possible to joke about the Soviet Union, just as it has never been possible to joke about Nazi Germany. This is not merely a question of decorum. In the German case, laughter automatically absents itself. Pace Adorno, it was not poetry that became impossible after Auschwitz. What became impossible was laughter. In the Soviet case on the other hand, laughter intransigently refuses to absent itself. Immersion in the facts of the Bolshevik catastrophe may make this increasingly hard to accept, but such an immersion will never cleanse the catastrophe of laughter.
59
Most of the ingredients of Soviet comedy described above could be applied to the Nazis: an inferior culture vanquishing their betters, a new order, widespread terror and absurd personality cults. So why are jokes about the Nazis far more limited in their scope? 60 Amis seems to find this difference inexplicable. Yet there is an obvious reason why laughter refuses to absent itself in the Soviet case: in contrast to the Nazis, Communism's failure was total, it collapsed from within.
Fascism needed intervention from without to fall. This joke can illustrate the point:
A doctor, a civil engineer and a Communist Party official are sitting in a pub arguing about whose job is the most important. The doctor says 'It is we physicians who came first in the If we were to substitute 'Communist' with the word 'Fascist' it would no longer be funny. The ruthless efficiency of Nazi brutality negates laughter. Stalin's purges were just as brutal, yet so inept that historians still can't agree on why they took place. Skodas, Ladas and Trabants are funny, Panzer tanks are not. Another Russian surreal classic sums up the tragic incompetence of Stalinism:
The head of the secret police, Ezhov visits the noted genetic scientist Lysenko. The scientist explains that they are having problems with the latest impossible task set by Stalin: to mutate the genes of a rabbit and turn it into an elephant. Ezhov boasts that the NKVD has the best scientists in the world. 'Give me the rabbit' he says, 'and our scientists will solve the problem.'
A month later Lysenko goes to see Ezhov in the Lubianka. 'How is it going?' he asks. 'The job is done,' crows Ezhov, '100% success. We have turned the rabbit into an elephant.' 'This I have to see,' says Lysenko. And so Ezhov leads him to a vast cavernous dungeon, large enough to hold a whole herd of elephants. In the gloom some distance away Lysenko can just about make out a tiny white creature. It is the same rabbit holding his head and screaming, 'I'm an elephant! I'm an elephant!'
The Bolsheviks claimed that their revolution was the greatest endeavour in human history:
the Promethean appliance of science in pursuit of earthly paradise. And yet it failed in the most spectacular fashion possible, instead of Utopia they got the Gulag, Biblical famine and Borat.
61
'If you had to define humour in a single phrase,' Orwell wrote, 'you might define it as dignity sitting on a tintack. Whatever destroys dignity, and brings down the mighty from their seats, preferably with a bump, is funny. And the bigger the fall, the bigger the joke. It would be better fun to throw a custard pie at a bishop than a curate.'
62
What are we laughing at?
When we laugh at the custard-caked bishop what exactly are we laughing at? Jewish victims of the Holocaust did in fact develop humour similar to Soviet anekdoty in response to the Nazi tyranny. 63 Yet Holocaust humour never gained the same kind of global currency. Why not?
Probably because anti-Nazi jokes are about the 'other': victims in the camps are poking fun at a regime that they were never a part of and never could be. This is a deeply exclusive kind of 61 For a Canadian take on this watch SCTV's 3CP1 
